i.]        Ireland before the Anglo-Norman Conquest.       \
modern Europe was cast, in the fusion of barbarism and the
wreck of'the Empire. Fierce and wild races from the deserts
of the East poured over the provinces of that Imperial state,
which for centuries had held the world at peace, and had been
deemed eternal in its majestic structure. Rome was sacked
over and'over again; the new Rome on the shores of the
Bosporus was threatened by conquering Semite hordes;
Attila and his Huns were, with difficulty, expelled from Gaul;
Charles of the Hammer just saved the West from the arms of
the Saracen. Meanwhile the Teuton had founded settlements
in Italy, in France, in Spain, and in England, destined to
become the beginnings of mighty kingdoms; and at last the
genius of Charles the Great constructed a new Empire in the
midst of the Continent, extending from the Elbe to the Ebro;
and this, though girt round by still untamed tribes, was to4 be
the fruitful germ of the civilisation yet to come. To this
source we may largely ascribe monarchic government, the
feudal system, the medieval Church, the conception of the
state, and the organisation of the land in Europe; the arrange-
ment every where bearing the mark of rude and general conquest,
and of the ideas of Rome, blending with those of the old
Aryan communities. As had been the case before, Ireland was
not affected directly by these stirrings of the world, and by the
immense consequences following in their train, though in-
directly she had a part in them. She continued isolated, to a
great extent, so far as regards her secular life,"her political
existence, and her social usages. The loose supremacy of the
Hy-Nialls went on; but it does not seem to have acquired
strength, or to have possessed the character of a real Monarchy.
The country fell under the rule of four or five houses of
chiefs, lords of dominant and powerful tribes, which had more
or less subdued the inferior septs and clans; and these were
nearly always at feud with one another. The peculiar
organisation of the land had become, doubtless, less archaic